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Daniel Deronda, trans. Alain Jumeau, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard 2010), pp. 563,
569. ISBN 978 07 034207 5; 978 2 07 035645 4
Alain Jumeau's new French translation! of Daniel Deronda is the first since Ernest David's in
1881,1882 and 1886, no longer easily accessible. Jumeau is an excellent George Eliot scholar
as well as an experienced translator - his translations include The Mill on the Floss and The
Way We Live Now - and he has produced a graceful and fluent translation with preface and
notes, introducing the great Victorian novel, so radically experimental in psychology and
narrative form, to a new Francophone readership."
Whether Jumeau is aware of translation theory or not, his version exemplifies the chief
processes of translation technically known as transposition, modulation, situational
equivalence and adaptation, necessary when formal equivalence resists the 'genius' of the
target, or second, language.' Transposition is shifting parts of speech without changing the
meaning: for instance, in translating 'she swam across the lake' into French we replace the
preposition 'across' by a verb ('a traverse') and the verb 'swam' by an adverbial phrase 'a la
nage', in 'elle a traverse le lac a la nage'. Modulation involves a change of perspective in the
message, so 'open to the public' becomes 'entree libre'. In situational equivalence a similar
situation is rendered by different linguistic or stylistic means, as in idiomatic phrases, proverbs
or metaphors: the equivalent of 'let's split the difference' is 'coupons la poire en deux'.
Adaptation creates an equivalent meaning for something not in the target culture, as 'weekend'
('le week-end' in France) is translated literally by French Canadian 'fin de semaine'.
When we disagree with Jumeau's rendering of George Eliot's complex and original language,
it is to critique particulars not principles. It is easy to pick holes in a translation but the interest
of scrutinizing a perceptive version like this is to discover differences between two languages,
and nuances in the original text, which we didn't notice or appreciate in the thrill and speed of
mother-tongue reading. Study of translation can be a form of explication de texte, a rewarding
process that involves some lateral thinking. Reading an English novel in French, if one knows
the original well, is an instructive exercise in defamiliarization. If the translator is critic as well
as linguist, like Jumeau, an experienced reader in both languages reads the translation almost
like the original, though as a transparent medium becoming opaque when it provokes
comparison. This is high praise: the perfect translator of Daniel Deronda would be the bilingual ghost of George Eliot.
To render the beginning, with Daniel's well-known questions posed in free indirect style,
'Etait-elle belle 7 Qui 7 ou non 7' (AJ I, 29) is to wonder why the translator did not render 'Was
she beautiful or not beautiful?' (GE i, 1) as 'Etait-elle belle ou pas belle?', less staccato and
peremptory, closer to the lingering rumination of the repeated 'beautiful' though preserving the
informal lower-case 'ou' after a question mark to match the lower-case 'and' in 'and what was
the secret ... ?' Taking George Eliot's long and unconventionally constructed first sentence,
Jumeau breaks it into four parts, losing the fluency of the original, but his version makes us
look again at Eliot's language, to ponder Daniel's response to that slow-acting, ambiguous,
seductive, dangerous charm, and to realize, on this fresh re-reading, and after we have
understood and felt the effects of the novel's teasing, daring, swerving retrospect, that the
novelist is making us feel Gwendolen's power and vitality, as it meets Daniel's reluctance and
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resistance, before we see and understand the events of Daniel's youth and his rescue of Mirah
which preceded their meeting, in historical though not narrative time. This is showing, not
telling, at its most subtle, and the very slight loss of nuance in the French version earns a critic's
gratitude.
There are striking examples in the choice of vocabulary, where to compare is to appreciate
stylistic and imaginative detail. George Eliot says 'one old servant', Grandcourt's valet, (GE
lvi, 589) was with Grandcourt in Genoa, and Jumeau translates 'old' as 'fidele' (AJ 11, 375),
ignoring the author's choice, scrupulous but not conspicuous: 'old' is good because Grandcourt
might keep servants but would scarcely inspire fidelity, which suggests attachment. Grandcourt
asks Lush, 'What men are invited here with their wives?' (GE xii, 105) and Jumeau's bland
translation of 'men ... with their wives' by 'les couples' (AJ I, 182) points to a casual sexism
which may pass unnoticed. When 'emotive memory' (GE lv, 585) is interestingly if
anachronistically translated by 'la memoire affective' (AJ 11, 370) comparison underlines the
novelist's early choice of a psychological term to discriminate Daniel's heightened recall of the
meetings with his mother. An even more interesting example, with implications for sexual
politics, is a consistent and unaccountable translation of 'creature': 'this creature so alive to
dread' (GE lvi, 589) becomes 'cette femme, si sensible a la peur' (AJ 11, 376) , 'this young
creature' (GE liv) is 'cette jeune femme' (AJ 11, 352) , and again 'this young creature' (GE Ivi)
is 'cette jeune femme' (AJ 11, 384) , and 'this stricken creature' (GE Ivii) becomes 'cette femme
affligee' (AJ 11, 393). The repeated and unnecessary rendering of 'creature' as 'femme'
highlights George Eliot's many 'creatures' and her significant insistence on frail humanity
rather than delicate woman, as 'creature' emerges as a keyword. (In the first example there is
the under-statement of 'peur' for 'dread', instead of 'em·oi' or 'terreur'.)
A choice of word in the original may have biographical significance, lost in translation, like
'scourged', translated by 'chatiment' (note the transposition), rather than the close and more
physical 'fouet' or 'fleau' (GE lvi, 591; AJ 11, 379). The original 'scourge' draws attention to
the physicality of Eliot's choice, not only in Romola, where religious mortification of the flesh
is thematic, but surprising when Dorothea exclaims, in Chapter 3 of Middlemarch, 'We deserve
to be beaten out of our beautiful houses with a scourge of small cords', which may have been
inspired by George Henry Lewes's practical joke with a real scourge at a house-party when
George Eliot was just starting Miss Brooke.4
Jumeau is clearly aiming at a style of lexis and syntax as faithful as possible to the period, and
there are few historical misreadings. He gets the correct period sense of 'proches' for 'friends'
(GE lvi, 589 ; AJ 11, 375) but mistakes the Victorian usage, 'early day' , an early marriage date,
not 'toute la journee depuis le matin' (GE xxviii, 263 ; AJ I, 419). There are some
anachronisms. The adverb 'psychologiquement' and the adjective 'psychologique' are on three
occasions used for 'mental' or for an action of mind: George Eliot and Lewis used the noun
'psychology' as a scientific term but it had not yet been assimilated to conversational usage;
'pour t'y preparer psychologiquement' (AJ I, 367) is too heavy and technical for Gascoigne's
'prepare your mind', which should be 'mentaIement' (GE xxiv, 228), as is 'EIle se prepara
psychologiquement' (AJ 11, 360) for the narrator's 'She made up her mind' (GE liv, 578), and
'son travail psychologique' for Gwendolen's 'mental action' in her last conversation with
Deronda (GE lxix, 689; AJ 11, 526). A 'lunatic asylum' (GE lxviii, 674) should be translated as

102

the French equivalent, 'un asile d'alienes', neither politically correct now but both current until
some forty years ago: Jumeau's 'un etablissement psychiatrique' is too modem (AJ n, 504).
The term 'calico' or 'calicot' as synecdoche for clothes, in 'who has stinted his wife and
daughters of calico' (GE xii, 107 ; AJ I, 186), while archaic, would be intelligible to a modem
English reader familiar with fabrics but needs a note for the French reader.
The odd weak or erroneous rendering is probably attributable to the speed of translation
compared with that of novel writing: 'Fetch who whimpered interruptedly' (GE xii, 104)
becomes 'Fetch qui n'arretait pas (sic) d'emettre des grognements plaintifs' (AJ I, 181), but
'grognement' means growl and is wrong for the irregular action and high pitch of a dog's
closely observed self-repressed whimperings, which should be 'des petits cris plaintifs'. The
English 'she has got herself up as a sort of serpent' (GE i, 7) has the contemptuous familiar
tone of 'affublee', missing in 'elle s'est habillee' (AJ I, 36). Jumeau's 'pieces de cuivre' (AJ I,
30) is too literal for 'coppers' (GE i, 3), losing the contrast between the wealth of a roulette
table and 'la petite monnaie' or 'la mitraille' in 'the gambling of Spanish shepherd-boys' (GE
i, 5). Eliot's 'nobility and gentry' (GE i, 4) might be better translated as 'la haute et la petite
noblesse' than the French less rank-distinctive 'l'aristocratie et ... la noblesse' (AJ I, 31). The
dramatically stressed 'his' and 'did' are lost when 'not his the gambler's passion' (GE i, 4) is
translated as oil n'avait pas la passion du joueur' (AJ I, 31), and 'I did kill him in my thoughts'
(GE lvi, 596) becomes simply 'je l'ai tue en pensee'(AJ n, 386). However, Jumeau does
translate 'I did remember all you said to me' (GE lvi, 591) as 'je me suis rappele, effectivement,
tout ce que vous m'avez dit' (AJ n, 379): (our italics).
Jumeau is at times reluctant to translate literally when it is the obvious course, so may overstate or under-state meaning. An under-stated substitution is oil refusait la tache' (AJ n, 378),
for the stronger 'he shrank from the task' (GE lvi, 591), which demands oil se derobait a la
tache'. Gwendolen's 'phase de dUi' (AJ I, 34) is weaker than Eliot's 'mood of defiance' (GE
i, 6); 'mechante' (AJ n, 382) is on three occasions too weak for 'wicked' (GE lvi, 593). In
Gwendolen's 'I must make something happen' (GE i, 9) the factitive verb is not translated in
'Il faut que quelque chose m' arrive' (AJ I, 39). There is over-statement when 'a tingling
resentment' (GE i, 6) is translated as 'une animosite cuisante (i.e. stinging)' (AJ I, 33), where
'piquante' would be closer. Such reluctance to translate literally sometimes leads to what we
might call translator's inflation. It is well-known that a French translation is on average 20%
longer than its English original, but the following example, however correct and graceful, far
exceeds this ratio: 'All except Fetch, the beautiful liver-coloured water-spaniel...' (GE xii, 104,
nine words) becomes 'tous autant qu'ils etaient, a l'exception de Fetch, une magnifique
epagneule chassant le gibier d'eau, d'un brun tirant sur le roux ... ' (AJ, 1,181) which is thirtyfour words or nearly four times as long.
Nothing is more difficult than translating typical native idiomatic phrases and metaphors.
Jumeau is successful, with a few exceptions. In GE i, 5 'placed his foot on the neck of chance'
is understandable in English, and no doubt a common biblical reference in George Eliot's time,
but the literal 'tenir sous son talon le cou de la chance' (AJ I, 32) sounds unfamiliar to French
readers. A different metaphor, like 'terrasser la chance' is called for here. For 'a very good
furniture picture', which puts down Baron Langen (GE i, 8), 'une tres belle ceuvre d'art
alimentaire' (AJ 1,37) is at best obscure in French and 'un tableau bon marche' would be better.
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The words 'to have the forked lightning for a weapon to strike him dead' (GE lvi, 594) is
translated as 'disposer du carreau de la foudre afin de le frapper a mort' (AJ n, 383 ), but
'carreau' sounds strange and 'disposer du zigzag de I'eclair comme d'une arme' would be
closer to the English.
At times linguistic differences between French and English are marked but neither version is
stronger. In the description of Rex and Gwendolen on their morning ride in winter, a
wonderfully poetic passage of delight and melancholy prescience, bright and sad in both
languages, the English prepositions (,within and without': GE vii, 55) contrast with the long
latinate adverbs in 'Tout n'etait que matin pour eux, interieurement et exterieurement' (AJ I,
109) - rather a mouthful - and again in the yearning 'si seulement les choses avaient pu etre
alors legerement differentes, pour pouvoir etre ensuite nettement differentes!' (AJ I, 109) but
'Iegerement' and 'nettement', for 'a little' and 'greatly' (GE vii, 55-56), are in their way
impressive.
We wondered what Jumeau would do with one sentence where syntax went uniquely askew in
composition or revision. s 'Deronda secretly felt some wondering anxiety how far Mordecai,
after years of solitary preoccupation with ideas likely to have become the more exclusive from
continual diminution of bodily strength, would allow him to feel a tender interest in her sister'
(GE xlvii, 496). Jumeau smoothes it neatly: 'Deronda ... se demandait dans quelle mesure
Mordecai, apres des annees de solitude ... pouvait ressentir un tendre interet pour sa seeur ... '
(AJ n, 238) but a note should have marked this rare example of translator writing a version
more correct and coherent than the original.
George Eliot's epigraphs are quoted from existing French translations, of Shakespeare and
Spenser for instance, or elegantly translated by Jumeau. In the novel's prefatory motto 'Let thy
chief terror be of thine own soul...', 'Que ton ame t'inspire ta plus grande terreur. . .' subtle
a1exandrines replace plodding pentameters, tutoiement disguises portentous biblical address,
and French verse cuts George Eliot's unhappily beloved contractions, 'mid' and 'o'er'.
Michel Blanc
Universite de Savoie
Barbara Hardy
Birkbeck, University of London and Swansea, University of Wales
Notes
GE followed by chapter and page numbers refers to the World's Classics edition
(Oxford: OUP, 2000) which is based on the Clarendon text, edited by Graham Handley
(Oxford: OUP, 1984) ; AJ followed by volume and page numbers refers to Alain
Jumeau's two-volume Gallimard translation, Paris, 2010.
2

According to Jumeau, David was a translator of English and Italian, a historian and
author of La Musique chez les Juifs.

3

See J. P. Vinay & J. Darbelnet, Stylistique Comparee du Fran(:ais et de l'Anglais (Paris:
Didier,1977).
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4

See Barbara Hardy, George Eliot: A Critics Biography (London: Continuum, 2006) p.
152.

5

See Chapter 47 and note in Penguin Classics edition, ed. Barbara Hardy
(Harmondsworth,1967).
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